The Unbiased Mind: Four Obstacles to Clear Thinking

o
\v

ing is 25

- learning

The Unbiased Mind: Four Obstacles To C

;ry
Can you teach your students to thi o@cledfly? W o)
The Unbiased Mind as a provocgi questi
video illustrates four thinking y \

1. Stereotypes
In an ordinary deck of [ 1) only one eye? Most people don’t know.
This perfectly norm trate our tendency to see only long enough to

label or categori individuals is a mental shortcut that leads to
stereotype and p

n, using
ut flawed thinking habits. The

an epidemic of cancer.

e Expect to See

s” explains why a thin person believes herself overweight, why a higher
goods usually leads people to believe they are of higher quality, and why
the supernatural are most likely to see ghosts. It explains why psychics and
horosc can so often be accurate, and why useless medicines or home remedies
sometimes work miraculous cures.

4. The Invisible Self
Here’s a question the program asks viewers: “When you read printed words reflected in a mirror
they are backwards and inside out. Why doesn’t that happen you look at your face in a mirror?”



See how our built-in blind spot leads to muddled conclusions.

Excerpts From Video Script

FIRST THINKING TRAP: CONFUSING LABELS WITH REALITY

When we play a card game, all we need to know is the value of the cgrds?®
pictures do not change the values; so they remain invisible. Card pl

card. That thinking habit works well in a card game.

But we often use this same mental shortcut in the "real world." eople it nYonly

long enough to assign a label or category. Then we deal gith th instead y --
and that prevents clear thinking.

We need labels to make quick judgments, but relyi leads to s

prejudice. We ignore individual differences. S e NLY thgalabel.

the rich stereotype the poor. Kids ster eotype "today's kids".

ails on
nly to label the

We have trouble identifying memb .40 us, "they all look alike."
Police notice this when witness [ of a lineup made up entirely of
one ethnic group.

Many of us hold a ster ook bad; learned no doubt from watching

e enemy. Soldiers find killing humans like
artments create labels for the enemy so they appear
illable."

believ®the label applied to them it becomes a "self-fulfilling prophecy."
vior that makes the label come true.

based on membership in a group is probably a stereotype.

jn with "people like you," or "you people" are likely stereotypes -- even if you
elieve . The best way to overcome a stereotype is by personal contact. The

mor iptualsn a group you know personally, the more difficult it is to believe a stereotype.

Many co s actively seek a culturally diverse student body because exposure to individual
differences is part of a true education.



Travel can have the same effect. As simple a stereotype as "Scandinavians are blue-eyed
blondes" is challenged by a trip to Sweden, Finland, or Denmark where simple observation
proves it false.

So, our first obstacle to clear thinking is to rely on labels and stereotypes and ignore individual
differences. You cannot eliminate stereotypes but you can avoid confusing them withgeality.

SECOND THINKING TRAP: GIVING MEANING TO UNRELATED EVE V

Humans are animals who seek meanings. We try to link events as ca ect. Ifgo
meaning is obvious, we invent one. But we forget that the impro s daily y
You've heard players in various sports called "streaky" or havin t hand.g eaks"

are not only normal, they are unavoidable!

Some people believe excess pollution is to blame f

control.

In other words, the hard-to-believe coi
We desperately seek to give meani
power. But this natural tendency j
and actions.

, a single cause, a special
at leads to wrong conclusions

THIRD THINKING TRAP, ECT TO SEE

You've probably us i ipwher see it." But the way we operate is based
on the opposite -,
That's the next o
confirms our expec

nd to see only what we already believe; what
other words, belief precedes perception.

If | put sses, t
the ey influe
b

s filters everything | see. Beliefs and expectations work
our thinking, and we are unaware of the filter that colors our

le, ho > woman see herself as fat? The belief colors her perception. Her
lief that "l a t) ses her to SEE herself as overweight. No matter if a dozen friends tell
r otherwi n3Ws she is "fat." Victims of anorexia see themselves as too heavy no
see what we believe.

atches, this one priced at $98 and this at $498. Let's say you are one of many who
"you get what you pay for." In other words, you believe a higher priced item is
usually ofWetter quality. This is a belief, a preconception. If you hold this belief, you will actually
SEE the higher priced watch as better quality, even if it no better than the $98 watch.

Believers in paranormal powers see ghosts. Believers in UFOs are most likely to be honored by
visits from alien beings. Believers in tarot cards or palm readings are most likely to see their



futures in the readings. Their belief colors their experience to make their perception radically
different from a non-believer.

Try this experiment. Mix food coloring with vanilla pudding to make it appear chocolate. Give it
to some unsuspecting friends. Most will accept it as chocolate pudding. Why? Because what
they EXPECT encourages them to actually taste the non-existent chocolate.

Fans watching instant replay of a close call in a football game are influenced by t
expectations. Is the field goal good or not? Fans of each team will actually see the o00ome
as favorable to their team -- and each firmly believes it has positive proof OHY
Here's a surprising example of how belief influences behavior. Psyc j the
think/drink effect. People who drink flavored water under the belief it and topic often
act as if they really drank alcohol.

How people expect alcohol (or any mind altering drug) to affec
behave while "under the influence."

0 (sometimes
ave cured

The power of belief to influence perception can work.i
called a sugar pill) is a pill with no chemical effecjg;
many patients. The patient's faith in medicine

A study examined 7,000 patients who ha
useless or who took drugs later found t@la
ro

40% of the patients reported "excel

later proven totally
ect on s.” The study found that
enta heM®0% "good" improvement.

This in spite of proof that their tre, useless

Even 19th century snake oll eghmedicine ~ le. Faith in the power of a drug or
a belief can promote self

Aging is another exa [ nci ehavior. There is no denying the

influence of ilines ple age in a way shaped by their beliefs.
Those who view act and feel "older."

Psychologists call iasY We try to make new information fit so it agrees
with what . j mation that doesn't agree with what we think we

already,

clear thinking is to give too much weight to events that stand out in
weight to ordinary events. Events that involve us emotionally or are

event we remember. When we take a shower and the phone does not ring, we don't
reme it: that's a non-event.

Many people believe rain falls most often on weekends. Why? Because the weekend is their
time off and rain irritates them -- they remember it. That's why people who believe dreams
foretell the future find support for their belief. They remember only the small percentage of
dreams that somehow connect to later events. Other dreams become forgotten non-events.



If you believe strange and terrible things happen when the moon is full, you will remember such

events and ignore strange events when the moon isn't full.

In other words, "We believe. Therefore, we see." We don't see things "as THEY are." We see

thing "as WE are."

THINKING TRAP SUMMARY

Confusing labels
with reality.

We attach a label or category
to a group of people or think

and deal with the label ingtead
of the reality. Traits ar
combined into labels
stereotypes.

Humans {
cause e If no
meaniNglis us, we j

hat we
confirms

Giving meaning to
unrelated events

Seeing only what we
expect to see. what
and

es perception.
ee things as THEY
see things as WE are.

e have a “built-in” blindness
about ourselves. We see
ourselves in a distorted way
and confuse this distortion with
the “real me.”

rselves in
way.

f the Grecian Urn.
nded conspiracy

ries.
usters of disease blamed on
single cause in environment.
In sports, the myth of the “hot
hand” or the “streaky player.”

The confirmation bias.

High prices for consumer
goods influence opinion of
quality.

Believers in psychics are most
likely to find them accurate.
Think/drink effect.

Placebo effect.

Difficulty recognizing our own
voice.

We see our face in its mirror
image.

We attribute our success to
hard work and failure to bad
luck.



FOURTH THINKING TRAP: THE INABILITY TO SEE OURSELVES

We rarely hear our own voice as others hear it. We're often surprised at o
think, "That's not how | sound." And then follow with a plaintiff, "...is it?"

voice. w

You rarely see your own face. When you hold the printed word up tQ
unreadable -- it appears backwards or inside out. But why doe
at your face in the mirror. Your face isn't inside out. It's there -+

believe that's how you look. You label this mirror ima
isn't your face.

A survey of high school seniors finds 70% thi
ability, and only 2% label themselves belo

When asked "how well do you get alon@@lit hey are above average. In
fact, 60% said they were in the top &%. se ssments are not limited to
students. A survey of college pr s that oye they are better at teaching
than their average colleague.

sU€cess and failure. We often attribute
cumstances. In other words, we succeed
orkihg. But we fail or lose because of unfair

Another common distorti
success to our own abj
or win because we'r
competition, or b

, but "just doesn't get the cards." The player
tion of cards will even out. Many believe "good luck"

who ell believe the exam was fair and they studied hard. Those
lain the exam was unfair or the questions unclear. Teachers, too fall
ften attribute student success to their teaching skill, but blame

ity to see a completely accurate reflection of ourselves.



Discussion Questions t
CONFUSING LABELS WITH REALITY y
1 rds as

e problems in a

1. We tend to see things only long enough to label them. The video u
example of this tendency. Why does this habit work well in card gam
“real life?”

2. Brainstorm for a list of at least 25 stereotypes. (e.g. -- dum
heads, etc.) Are any of the stereotypes on your list ALL
there in applying stereotypes to people?

tact between
ersonal contact.

and the la
t was ttere

3. The video points out that stereotypes thrive a
groups. Give an example of a stereotype you

4. Why do we tend to stereotype groups h
we DO belong? a

o NOTb ead of groups to which

mbers of groups we
nesses try to pick the guilty

notice
one ethnig@@ro ™ other examples of this “they-all-
f the * I ased mainly on movies and films. How

otype t0 ‘€l one?

5. Here is a quote from the video; trouble id
stereotype. To us, they all loo
person out of a lineup made
look-alike” problem.

6. Each of us holds a s
could a criminal u

the videgg S ar create stereotypes to label the enemy....
ts create e enemy so they appear less than human, and
of names for the enemy used in various wars.

7. Here is a quote
If-fulfilling pro ? Can you give any examples?

eplace a stereotype with a more realistic picture?

for cultural diversity or a “rich ethnic mix” in their student body. How

11.
often

ational travel (which includes contact with ordinary people in other countries)
ucational experience?

12. The video points out that contact with groups we stereotype often shatters the stereotype.
Many laws were passed in the 1990s to give disabled persons more access to society. How
could these laws change our stereotype of the “disabled?”



GIVING MEANING TO UNRELATED EVENTS

13. Can you think of real life or other fictional examples of “The Curse of thegGrecian
14. The video showed an example of a cluster of cancer within one mile n doned
battery factory as “80% above normal.” A TV reporter interviewed a ident who said;,
“cancer rates here are soaring” and “we plan to take this to the Supre fwe h to.”
fa w

and”
in coin
oach who

How could you explain this “epidemic” of cancer assuming you ctory

to do with it?

15. Statistical studies in basketball have shown that the
is a myth. Such streaks are merely normal statistical
flipping. Sports fans and players do not accept thi
would you let shoot the game winning basket wi
jump shots in a row and has a reputation as
one of his last five shots but has a reputatign

unrelated events.

\t e way we act everyday is based on

, we see things the way WE are.

16. Give examples of weather pattern
SEEING ONLY WHAT WE EXP

17. Explain this: We say, “I
the opposite, “I'll see it w,

18. Explain: We dga Y a

rld is to change yourself.

19. Explain wh st way to ¢

20. Wh e “conffrmatio

en it comes to consumer goods, “You get what you pay for.”
retailer. How could you use this belief to cheat people?

believe
re an unscrup

a few dollars giving palm readings one summer. He found that

s amazingly accurate. He based his interpretation on reading a few

the local library. A friend suggested he try an experiment. He said to
e opposite of what he saw in the palm reading. So he tried this method and
ill told him his readings were “amazingly accurate.” How can you explain

23. Con
the taste.

ct an experiment with food coloring to show how expectations about a food shapes

24. Explain the “think/drink effect.”



25. If you gave 100 people at a party a “mysterious potion from the jungles of the Amazon that
the natives use to induce states of altered consciousness,” would it work on any guests? P.S.
The “potion” is nothing more than flavored and colored water.

26. What is a placebo? Can you give examples of their use?

27. The video showed an experiment in horoscope belief. Why did so many stud te the

reading an “A” or “B”?

28. Explain the following events in terms of this thinking trap: At a local ele a hool a
student complains of an odor in the air and faints. Soon dozens of stude d som
also faint. The school is closed for days but investigators fail to find a as or

reasonable cause for the mass illness.
pare them V

29. Below are two true stories. Discuss them individually and
how they illustrate that belief precedes perception:

Event #1
The time is May, 1976. The place, a high tech semj
Employees run from their work benches terrified

The solution: Management calls in a witch
factory and sacrifices a goat to appease t

Result: The workers return, and t%& .

Explain these events in terms ee h member that restless ghosts
are very much a part of folk alaysia. I{glu worker at the factory, what would
you have seen?

Event #2

The time now is 9 he place w office building in the Midwestern United
States. Dozens oyees leav g dry throats, dizziness, nausea and other
symptoms. The sy S spre a third of the workforce is absent due to illnesses.

Il worker e theirfconditi n the new building.
: nagemeQn specialists to investigate another example of the "sick

dollars is spent redesigning air vents and filters even though

ut in our memory and too little weight to ordinary events. Events that involve us
emotionally or are highly unusual are easier to remember.

The thinking trap is we rely too much on these easy memories.
Explain the following in terms of this thinking trap:



The phone always rings when I'm in the bathroom.
It always rains right after | wash my car.

It rains on the weekend and clears up on Monday.
| often have “dreams that come true.”

THE INVISIBLE SELF
31. Why are we often surprised at hearing a recording of our own voice?

then

pick the one
ople pi e

above aver, ship
ked “How u get along
said the the top 1%.

to be “lucky” or

32. Why do so many people think their snapshots of other people are preit
people take pictures of me “they don’t come out right?”

33. A study involved showing people photographs of themselves an
they liked best. Some of the photos were mirror images. The s
mirror image more often than the standard photo. Why?

34. Explain these results in terms of the invisible self:
A survey of high school seniors finds 70% think of the
ability, and only 2% label themselves below averagg.






